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1. Introduction to the project 
1.1 Introduction 
Information Technology has developed rapidly over the last ten to fifteen years. 
Digital media have broadened their influence on society and are becoming 
increasingly significant in everyday life. Mobile phones, emails and online social 
networks are now a part of most people's lives.  
 
Facebook is one of the newest social networking sites and its popularity has literally 
exploded in the past 3-5 years. It started out as a site for old classmates to find each 
other, but has become a place where one can find anyone from classmates, friends, 
third cousins or possible soul mates. When creating profiles on Facebook, one can 
pick and choose how much the individual wants to portray about oneself. Facebook 
can be used for a variety of purposes, some people only use Facebook for basic 
communication; others use it as a mirror of their offline identity.  
 
Identity is a concept that has many psychologists, sociologists and other researchers 
involved in heated discussions. They have been struggling to arrive at a common 
definition, let alone what they perceive to be the manifestations and impact of this 
construct on human interaction. In the light of today’s ‘age of the Web 2.0’, it has 
been argued that this idea of ‘identity’ or ‘self’ is manipulated through different 
media. Especially interesting to us is the impact of the Internet on social interaction 
and on the individual. In many ways, social networking sites, like Facebook, create 
endless possibilities for exploring different aspects of one’s identity and choosing 
identity features. 
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1.2 Motivation 
Our motivation for writing a project on Facebook and Identity stems from the fact 
that we, as students and as young people ourselves are actively engaged in online 
social interaction, and believe that it is becoming increasingly relevant for the 
everyday lives of many people, not only in western society but in developing 
countries as well. Furthermore, Facebook and other social networking sites are 
contemporary cultural phenomena that are developing rapidly, and will possibly 
create ripples of change for many years to come. The mere fact that the average 
Facebook user spends more than three hours per day on the site (Wartman et al., 
2009; 7) makes the study of this new tool for social interaction and its consequences 
relevant and important. 
 
1.3 Problem Definition 
The aim of this project is to examine online and offline identity formation as it 
manifests itself on the social networking site Facebook. Furthermore this project will 
analyse how one presents oneself on Facebook, using theories from the fields of 
sociology and psychology.  
 
Our sub-questions are:  
• Which possibilities do the Web 2.0 and social software create for social 
interaction? 
• How can online and offline identity be defined?  
• How does using an online identity affect one’s offline identity?  
• How has society changed the traditions of social interaction? 
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1.4 Methodology  
This project takes a theoretical-analytical approach. We will first establish theories 
and later apply them in our analysis, in order to answer issues raised in our problem 
definition.    
The second chapter will provide an overview of how social networking 
sites, such as Facebook, work. In this, we will include current tendencies in the 
development of online user participation. Facebook will then be used as an example 
of how identity is formed and expressed online. Through a theoretical approach, we 
will introduce our own definition of identity and its further development into an 
online identity. We will include the classic literature and its theories, as well as the 
contemporary discussions on the topic. In order to analyse online identity, we will use 
existing sociological and social psychological theories, to establish a solid basis for a 
later analysis. In order to provide an answer to our problem definition we will make 
use of existing empirical studies of Facebook users’ habits. 
 
1.5 Dimensions 
In this project, one of the three dimensions we will cover is ‘Subjectivity and 
Learning’. This will be done by exploring the social psychology of creating an online 
identity, by presenting information for others to see. This places the individual in the 
centre of our investigation and then relates it to its environment, including social 
interaction. 
‘Text and Sign’ will be covered by looking at how individuals 
communicate through text. The written word, as well as photographs and profile 
pictures contribute to the presentation of self online and are therefore central to our 
project. In addition, a written description of one’s self will mostly be a “thought-
through” project, as well as these texts influence how 15 to 25 year-olds construct 
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their online identity.  We will compare the modernity of presenting oneself on the 
social networking site Facebook to more traditional theories of how to present 
oneself, by looking at both online and offline identity. 
‘History and Culture’ is mainly covered from the cultural angle. The 
aspect of how an individual relates to the social network around it is necessarily 
touched upon when talking about interaction online. That the cultural background is a 
part of one’s identity is fundamental in our development of a definition of identity. 
We also include an account of how tradition the relationship between youths and 
adults has changed over the last forty to fifty years, which inevitably is part of 
‘History and Culture’. 
 
1.6 Delimitations 
Anyone at any age can create themselves online, either via personal blogs, YouTube 
or networking-sites, such as Facebook. We believe we could have used other 
networking sites or blogs, but due to Facebook’s widespread popularity, we chose to 
focus on this specific network. In addition, Facebook incorporates many different 
forms of communication, making it more diverse than other platforms. We focus on 
the age-group of 15 to 25 years, because these are vital years in creating an identity 
and becoming independent from one’s parents.  
In the beginning of our project work, we had planned to investigate three 
angles: ethics, psychology and social interaction. Due to lack of resources, we had to 
limit ourselves and therefore, we omitted ethics. In addition, we excluded individual 
cognitive motivational processes, but retained the sociological aspect of psychology. 
Psychology requires investigating the motivation for creating an online identity, 
which was not possible for us to achieve, as this would have called for a rather in-
depth empirical investigation. Furthermore, we chose to take a theoretical rather than 
an empirical approach out of pure interest. 
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1.7 Semester Themes 
The themes of this semester, tradition, modernity and multiplicity, are all very 
relevant to our project on online identity and Facebook. Within the semester theme, 
there is a natural association between the three concepts, leading from the past –
tradition– to the present –modernity– and the way the two are connected and explored 
–multiplicity. We will be looking at the development of society, in regards to the 
relations between adolescents and their adults. With that, we will investigate how 
traditions have changed. From a modern point of view, our main focus lies within the 
‘Facebook-era’ and how this networking site influences identity formation and 
presentation. It would be next to impossible to separate the three concepts, as they are 
all implied in development.   
 
1.8 Theory of Science 
The methodology employed in this project is anchored in the scientific tradition of 
the humanities, which are primarily concerned with interpreting meaning from 
culture. This entails that the project is analytical in nature and that the information 
produced and the knowledge arrived at relies heavily upon interpretative methods. 
The epistemological justification for analysing information from our subject field 
Facebook, comes from empirical data produced by researchers outside of Roskilde 
University. 
 
2. Facebook 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter will state how popular social networking is as well as describe some of 
its features and then introduce the concepts of digital convergence, Web 2.0 and 
social software. 
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Whereas websites began with the developers of the site publishing its content, 
recently sites have allowed users to participate, uploading their own material. 
Websites that allow publishing by the users are referred to as Web 2.0. Blogs and 
social networking sites such as Facebook fall into this category. These are also a part 
of social software, which works by providing a platform for users to network. The 
widespread popularity of Web 2.0 social networking sites now has consequences in 
areas such as work, relationships and impression management.  
It has been predicted that in the future, many technologies being 
converged on one electronic device, may become the standard. August Grant and 
Jeffrey Wilkinson are two authors who have written a theoretical book about 
convergence of the media and of journalism. Grant and Wilkinson’s experiences at 
the ‘Convergence and Society Conference’ in 2009 inspired the book “Understanding 
of Media Convergence, The State of The Field”. The possibility on social networking 
sites for people to communicate using different forms of media has advocates of these 
sites stating that they improve communication and discussion between people (Grant 
et al., 2009; 89). Our aim for this chapter is to give an insight into how social 
networking sites and the discourses around them function, in order to place 
Facebook’s significance into a wider frame. For our later analysis, background 
knowledge of Facebook and the technology behind it, is of great help.  
 
2.2 Introducing Facebook 
Facebook is an online social networking site founded in 2004. According to the 
founders, the goal of Facebook is to “manage information efficiently so that they can 
provide their users the information that matters most to them” (Wartman et al., 2009; 
21). At the same time, Facebook is used to exchange information with others. It 
allows for example: the creation of photo albums, the listing of one’s relationship 
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status, instant messaging, writing messages to peers, joining groups, allowing the 
interaction of people who have similar interests and more (Wartman et al., 2009).  
 
85% of all American university students use Facebook, and worldwide the average 
time spent on the site by users is 3 hours and 6 minutes per day (Ibid.; 7). The main 
form of communication practiced on Facebook is posting messages on another 
person’s wall1. It can be seen as the ‘central user-to-user feature’ (Ibid.; 47). As well 
as posting written messages to another user, the wall also enables sharing of pictures, 
videos and links. This possibly provides a fuller view of the online identity, than if 
only writing was permitted. Later in this project, an example will be given, of how 
fans of a college athlete are able to write him messages on his wall. As well as 
sending a friend request to someone who is not known personally, on Facebook one 
can become a fan of a celebrity and possibly communicate with them. For example, 
the communication can occur by the celebrity encouraging fans to pose questions, 
and then responding on their page. Another feature is the option of deleting unwanted 
posts on one’s wall, as well as posts one has written on other walls at any time. 
 
2.3 Media Convergence 
The convergence of different media has created the possibility for a fuller expression 
of identity. As more channels are available for such expression than was possible 
before the Web 2.0, individuals have a greater choice of where to display parts of 
their selves. One definition of media convergence is the ”blending of the media, 
telecommunications and computer industries, and the coming together of all forms of 
mediated communication in digitized form” (Burnett and Marshall, 2003 quoted in 
Grant et al., 2009; 5). Furthermore, digital technology and computer networks are 
said to be at the centre of media convergence, as they provide the basis for its 
                                               
1
 The ‘wall’ occupies the most part of a user’s profile. It is a space for publicly visible messages, comments, links, 
videos and pictures written and inserted by contacts. It should be noted that these are called ‘posts’.  
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function. One possible explanation for how digital convergence works is “an ongoing 
process, occurring at various intersections of media technologies, industries, content 
and audiences; it’s not an end state” (Jenkins, 2001 quoted in Grant et al., 2009; 33). 
Facebook is an example of convergence. On the site, the applications that come 
together include photography, as well as being able to post music one likes and 
videos that one watches, or videos one has taken. One can communicate by writing, 
as well as expressing oneself through the aforementioned means.  
 
Technological convergence is the coming together of two technologies. Therefore, it 
could be said to be the use of two types of electronic devices at the same time. 
Examples include taking pictures on a phone, sending text messages via one’s cell 
phone or sending an email on the computer. Grant and Wilkinson try to encourage 
people not to take these developments for granted by saying that thirty years ago 
these types of possibilities would be considered to be closer to science fiction. Grant 
and Wilkinson use the success of Apple’s iPhone to indicate where technological 
convergence could be headed in the future. The iPhone brings together the telephone, 
a music player camera and an organizer, among other things. They use this example 
to suggest that devices that bring together all electronic devices will not only happen 
but could become the standard in the future (Grant et al., 2009; pp. 31-34). No 
statistics are given to illustrate, how they define the iPhone’s success. They seem to 
suggest that the fact that it exists is a sign that media being combined into one device 
is the direction that technology could be headed.  
 
As was previously stated, the social networking site Facebook brings together 
applications. However, this site also relates to technological convergence. Facebook 
and other social networking sites can be viewed online on portable devices, such as 
mobile phones. There are versions of the social networking sites that are made 
specifically for phones and hand held devices which can log on to the internet 
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(Wartman et al., 2009; 9). New easier and more efficient ways being created for 
people to use these sites is a marker for their success, i.e. phones and other devices 
now are used for viewing them as well. This is of some importance to this project as 
technological convergence now allows online identity to be expressed from the palm 
of one’s hand. Whereas convergence is impacting technology, the web is changing 
with increasing possibilities for users to post their own information.  
 
This is a great part of the Web 2.0 which can be defined as “a second generation of 
web-based communities and services that facilitate collaboration and sharing between 
users” (Deans, 2009; 30). Web 2.0 refers to a change in the way that the web is used, 
rather than changes to the web’s technical specifications (Ibid.). The Web 2.0 sites 
are designed to encourage participation. What is specific to social networking sites 
such as Facebook, which are a part of Web 2.0, is that they allow users to publish 
content. Facebook is an obvious example of such.  
 
2.4 Social Networking - Social Software 
As the field of sociology will be covered in chapter 3 of our project, a relevant branch 
of sociology in regards to understanding communication on Facebook is social 
networking, as well as social software. Social networking studies began as a field 
within sociology in the late 1800’s (Deans, 2009; 2). The term social networking 
came about as the field gained prominence in the 1950’s to 1970’s. The definition of 
a social network is “a grouping of personal relationships that each of us establishes” 
(Ibid.). P. Candace Deans argues that the value of these networks does not lie with 
the individual, but rather in the interaction between individuals. Social networking is 
actively taking measures to build the established grouping of personal relationships. 
Once built, these networks can be used to, among other things, help make decisions, 
form opinions and find information through one’s own reflections and help from 
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others. Facebook has a specific feature called a ‘network’, which helps control one’s 
interactions with others as well as who is permitted to see one’s profile. Unless one is 
a member of another user’s network, one has to be ‘friends’ in order to view one’s 
profile. This is all if the profile is not set to ‘private’2. Examples of networks include 
specific high schools, universities, place of employment or a country. Sometimes, 
there is a restriction for joining a network. For example, in order to join Roskilde 
University’s network, a Roskilde University email-address needs to be provided. In 
order to prevent identity fraud, a limit to how many times one may change networks 
has been established (Wartman et al., 2009; pp. 47-48). 
 
A relevant field of social networking to our project is social software, where 
computer software is used to strengthen social networks. Social software is such 
software which functions by providing a platform to create and develop relationships 
between individuals (Deans, 2009; pp. 2-3). As danah boyd, a relevant researcher in 
our field, states, social software is created in a manner that allows the creators of 
sites, such as Facebook, to incorporate users’ comments and update the software. 
This is because social software sites are not created in a ‘locked down’ (boyd, 2007; 
5) final version. Therefore not only can users express their online identity, but social 
software sites actually allow them to influence the way the sites work, finding that 
way which makes it easiest for them to express themselves. One means of networking 
on the site Facebook, is the creation of events. An event is “an application that allows 
Facebook users to search, browse, create, and RSVP3 to real world events” (Wartman 
et al., 2009; 135). There are three types of events. They can be open to all, invitation 
only, or secret, meaning only specific members are notified (Ibid.). It can either bring 
further attention to an event, or be the primary means of promoting it. As will be 
elaborated later in this project by the example of Matthew; the creation of events on 
                                               
2
 A user has the choice of who is able to view their profile. It is possible to make parts ‘private’, meaning they are only 
visible to certain chosen groups of friends. 
3
 Abbreviation for ’Répondez s'il vous plaît’, meaning ’please respond’ in French. 
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this social network is on some occasions beginning to be used more than the handing 
out of physical invites. 
 
2.4.1 Weak Ties on Facebook 
One of the primary features of Facebook is the ability to add friends. Some may be 
close like family members, while others may be acquaintances known through closer 
friends. One aspect of social networking sites is that they are used to communicate 
with people who are already part of your extended social network (boyd et al., 2007; 
1). Although it can be argued that one may not be very close to all contacts, and 
therefore some of the associations are ‘weak ties’. Mark Granovetter (1973) has made 
a case for the benefits of weak ties. But first, to clearly illustrate the difference 
between strong ties and weak one’s, an example involving the alphabet is used. If 
persons A and B are close friends, and B and C are close friends, then A could know 
C through B. Since A and C are very familiar with each other, both being close to B, 
they are not said to hold a weak tie. If C has a friend D, he is close with, D and A are 
then said to hold a weak tie due to the greater distance between them. This distance 
between A and D means that they could provide each other with new information. 
Since they do not communicate constantly, they will hold information unknown to 
the other. Persons A and B are said to hold strong ties, as opposed to the previously 
mentioned weak tie. Persons A and C hold a neither strong, nor weak tie. Jill W. 
Rettberg quotes Granovetter, who argues for the power that weak ties have of 
spreading information on social networks (Rettberg, 2008; 59). The people one is 
close with are said to have information that one is more familiar with. This is not an 
argument to encourage users to add many strangers to their Facebook friends, but 
rather people that one knows but is not very close with, are likely to provide 
information that has not been exchanged yet. As they are known through a person 
who is at least an acquaintance, one does not feel so distant from them, that one 
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cannot exchange information with them. This can be done by either addressing them 
specifically with a question, or sending out a question and urging any of one’s 
Facebook friends, who may have a suggestion, to answer it. Of course there are 
personal differences in how willing one may be to address others online. Weak ties 
could be useful as long as they are not so distant that one is not comfortable 
interacting with them on a consistent basis. The advantage of trying to create weak 
ties online seems to be the possibility of using their network for further information 
than the amount available through one’s strong ties.  
 
2.4.2 Poking and Griefing 
On Facebook, instead of writing, it is possible to ‘poke’ someone in order to get their 
attention. This can possibly facilitate communication. Other than writing a message 
to the person who instigated the poke, one may also poke back or ignore and remove 
it. If someone attempts to gain attention in this manner while one is offline, it can be 
seen after the next login. This type of communication is not visible to people visiting 
the profile. Mass poking between individuals or groups is commonly known as a 
‘poke war’ (Wartman et al., 2009; 46). Later in this project it will be discussed, how 
this feature can be used by people in a romantic relationship. 
 
While some social interaction on sites such as Facebook is cordial, communicating 
with others online can also be used aggressively to antagonize as well. In this case an 
online identity is developed, but perhaps in a manner that causes trouble for others. 
Facebook has security features, such as making a profile only viewable to those who 
have the permission to, stopping one’s name from appearing in searches and blocking 
users who one does not wish to communicate with. All of this can be seen as an 
attempt to control the access to one’s information. 
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Unethical behaviour online is referred to as ‘griefing’. It is defined as intentional 
behaviour meant to serve the enjoyment of the griefer and reduce the amount of time, 
the person who is being targeted, spends online (Foo & Koivisto in Deans, 2009; 
109). Therefore it is classified as ‘intentional harassment’ (Warner & Raite; 2005 in, 
Deans, 2009; 109). Facebook allows the reporting of spam and writing messages to 
someone too quickly results in a warning, whether or not bothering that person is 
intended. Therefore, online message exchanges can be limited. Harassing someone in 
this manner is a form of communication and can limit the enjoyment the person being 
bothered has, while online. 
 
2.8 Summary 
To sum up this chapter, social software and Web 2.0 sites, such as Facebook, provide 
opportunities to interact with others, upload material and be a part of an online social 
network. Friendships can be formed and developed, and the networking possibilities 
can be used to exchange information with acquaintances one has either strong or 
weak ties to. Alternately, if privacy settings are not set correctly, one can risk being 
harassed by others online. Applications, such as writing messages and posting photos, 
converging, can contribute to a single identity being developed and formed online. In 
this chapter, we illustrated how a social network can be built, expanded and 
maintained, using social networking sites. As will be outlined later in this project, we 
believe social ties to be a great part of forming one’s identity. If Facebook is a tool 
for building and maintaining such ties, it contributes to one’s identity formation 
online, as well as offline. This link, as well as providing a base of knowledge for the 
following chapters, is what we aimed at achieving in this chapter. The following 
chapter will provide concrete descriptions of identity, both on- and offline and place 
them in the context of social interaction.  
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3. Formation and Presentation of Identity 
3.1 Introduction 
To discuss identity and the definition of self is a matter of great intricacy. The 
question of identity and the explanation of this highly multifaceted concept has been 
a long-standing discussion, still present in contemporary debate. The possibility of 
creating one universal definition and thereby including all aspects of identity, would 
be unattainable and thus a waste of time and effort. A working definition of the 
concept of identity is therefore preferred and diving into the world of sociologists’ 
and social psychologists’ thoughts and work processes, we have come in contact with 
many ideas and explanations. However, toward the end of our research, it became 
clear that in order to use the word and concept ‘identity’ properly, a definition of our 
own was necessary. 
            Inspired by sociologist Kenneth Gergen and psychologist William James, we 
will in this chapter account for different aspects of identity, as well as develop our 
own definition of on- and offline identity. Further, we will use psychologist Yair 
Amichai-Hamburger and communications expert Jacob Van Kokswijk to illustrate 
how identity can be expressed online. Having arrived at a definition of identity and 
having illustrated its expression online, we will place this concept in a cultural and 
social context, using sociologists Erving Goffman and Thomas Ziehe. The theories 
examined in this chapter will serve as part of the theoretical basis and provide us with 
the necessary tools for the later analysis.  
 
3.2 Formation of Identity 
Gergen is an American psychologist who has published a great number of books on 
the fields of social psychology, social constructions and the development of identity 
and its implications among others. In his research of self constructio, he touches upon 
many interesting ideas. Especially his theories on the concept of identity and which 
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consequences this personal development might entail, became significant to us and 
his ideas became a critical part of our discussion. 
 
Although Gergen’s theories mostly apply to the question of how to construct one’s 
identity offline, it can easily be transferred onto the subject of our attention: Online 
identity and how one constructs this. The comparison of online and offline identity is 
at the core of our interests to define identity. Some might state that the identity one 
acts online is completely equal to the offline one. That is to say, that there is no 
difference in the way one portrays oneself online, showing both one’s positive, as 
well as negative sides. Another hypothesis states that a distinction in one’s 
appearance will be shown, as one tends to only show the features of one’s 
personality, which one finds most appealing, online (Agger, 2004; 99)4. Gergen 
builds on this thought, as he explains how people move around on many different 
platforms and networks online, displaying their personality at each place – or at least 
the selected parts of their personality (Gergen, 1991; pp. 30-31). As part of the 
discussion, the question of the consequences of the creation of identity has been 
approached and we have found that most theorists can be divided into two parties; 
those who are negative towards the growth of the digital media’s influence and those 
who see this in a positive light. Gergen would be an example of the first. As 
Facebook creates close to any thinkable possibility for presenting oneself, being on 
this particular platform will automatically be tantamount to showing almost all sides 
of one’s personality. The notion is that each time one gives a little piece of one’s 
personality, one’s self will feel divided (Ibid.; pp. 30-31). By doing this several times, 
the individual will end up with a self which has been split between a number of 
different networks and platforms. The presentation of personality and the growing 
possibilities of creating an alter ego online are in Gergen’s view steps towards 
splitting oneself up and losing parts of one’s identity (Ibid.; 31). 
                                               
4
 Ben Agger, an American sociologist. Reference from his book ”The Virtual Self”, 2004.  
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When the concept of creating an identity online has been approached, the next 
dilemma seems right ahead: whether people are aware of these constructions going 
on, or if it happens unconsciously while trying to adapt to certain characteristics set 
by society. 
Gergen has developed a theory on this subject, dividing the creation of 
identity into three stages, each representing a development from where the self is 
acknowledged and constructed. (Ibid.; 170). Along with the online societies 
expanding and platforms like Facebook increasing in popularity, new standards are 
set by society. As previously explained, Gergen works with the idea of identity being 
split into separate selves by the different platforms, which one traverses on. The 
fulfilment of these new social relations is a task which one self alone, can most likely 
not accommodate (Ibid.; 170). 
The first stage of the theory is characterised by going from the essential 
self, the self which works in all relations, that fits every need and that is the ‘true self’ 
according to Gergen, toward the display of many possible selves. Gergen also 
clarifies that in order to play a role, the person must have some sort of idea of what 
his or her ‘true self’ consists of (Ibid.; pp. 171-173). In this project, we do not refer to 
identity and self as ‘real’ and ‘fake’ but as your offline and online identity. As 
identity online is a display of one’s personality, though it might only be selected parts 
of it, it will still reflect and be comparable to the offline identity and therefore equally 
‘real’. 
 
This way of looking at identity and self comes to an end by the beginning of the next 
stage. At this stage, Gergen, would say that identities and the feeling of self are being 
created by the roles we play. The ‘true self’ does not exist beyond what can be 
constructed in a social context. The essential self has been replaced by the freedom of 
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being able to choose whichever self the person may want to display and the 
possibilities of development now seem endless (Ibid.; pp. 173-178). 
The third and final stage is more complicated. Gergen states, that it is the 
social relations and the context in which we perform, which determine who we are. 
The ‘true self’ is gone and the many roles we have been taking on now become so 
blurred that the social processes take over and construct the identity. (Ibid.; pp. 179-
183). In the example of Facebook, its users would have to be careful of how they 
construct their online identity. According to Gergen, the possibility of splitting 
oneself up will be enlarged according to the amount of platforms which one appears 
on. 
Gergen’s theory on the development of identity is relevant to our discussion and as he 
introduces the concepts of several possible selves, we will compare him to another 
author on theories of psychology: William James. 
 
3.3 Different Aspects of Self 
When describing concepts of ‘self’ and therefore identity, it seems almost impossible 
to escape the ideas of William James (1842-1910). He is one of America’s most 
acknowledged philosophers and psychologists and has introduced a theory that in 
today’s media age has found new appeal. Maria Leonora G. Comello has seen this in 
her paper “William James on ‘‘Possible Selves’’: Implications for Studying Identity in 
Communication Contexts”, which will here be used as a guide to applying James’ 
theory to our idea of online identity. 
 
James describes a concept by which, the identity or ‘self’ of a person is made up of 
four parts: the material self, the social self, the spiritual self and the ego (‘I’). The 
first three make up what he calls the ‘empirical self’ which is knowable and open to 
empirical study. The fourth describes the abstract sense of personal identity which is 
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beyond verification. In these two categories, one is then to distinguish further 
between the immediate, actual, remote and potential. We will not touch upon the 
concepts of ‘immediate’ and ‘remote’, but will concentrate on the notions of ‘actual’ 
and ‘potential’. 
 
The material self describes the physical substance of ‘whom we are’ (i.e. body) and 
incorporates material possessions, as well as one’s family. The social self is the self-
conception based on recognition from others and incorporates concepts such as 
honour, fame, popularity etc.  
The idea of potential/possible selves is the core of James’ work. It describes the 
possibility of personality aspects which may emerge in the future but are not yet 
apparent. As an example, one could picture a teenage girl, struggling to both do well 
in school and find the time to interact with peers. She could potentially see herself as 
a hard working student who spends much of her free time with her friends, managing 
to balance the aspects of academic life and friendship perfectly. This idea of ‘who she 
could potentially be’ is then her possible self; the struggling teenager on the other 
hand, would be classified as the actual self.  
The spiritual self and the ego are presented in tandem as they seem to interlink 
in many aspects. As it appears through Comello’s writing, both are hard to grasp but 
somewhat similar. The spiritual self is described as the subjective (psychological) 
being. It is the entire collection of states of consciousness and psychological faculties. 
The ego is the non-empirical self which is the combining medium that unifies all 
parts of the self. To put it in layman’s terms, the spiritual self of a person, is the sum 
of all they are; the ego is the essence of an individual, their core combining all 
aspects of the self. 
 
Most appealing in Comello’s description of these different selves, is the application 
to today’s environment. She describes the uses of James’ concept in relation to the 
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media, applying it to the media’s influence on possible selves. As she states, the 
media may act “as a source of external stimuli for activating particular selves” 
(Comello 2009; 343). And furthermore: “In a mediated communication context, 
exposure to messages or media content could temporarily increase the accessibility of 
a particular self-view, which could then influence behaviour” (Ibid.). This could be 
done by for example showing someone else in a similar situation dealing with 
something in a different matter etc. Applying this to the example of the struggling 
teenage girl, she could have seen a character which she can relate to, on television. 
This character may have been able to combine the social and the academic effectively 
by taking tutor lessons. She may now also take such lessons to improve her 
academics, in able to have more time for her friends.  
 
As we are using the case of Facebook, the mentioned ‘exposure to messages or media 
content’ could be related to information on a Facebook user’s profile, messages 
written on his or her wall and the photographs uploaded. As a user is ‘exposed’ to 
such content on a friend’s profile, this might influence behaviour online, including 
the presentation of self and activating a possible self.  
 
In order to examine this further, the accessibility and portrayal of the material self, 
the social self, the spiritual self and possible selves on Facebook, would have to be 
shown. The ego in this context would remain outside the observable view, although 
such would be quite interesting for investigation purposes. For the purpose of this 
concept, social networking sites could be seen as representations of offline 
interactions.  
As the material self is defined as ‘the physical substance of whom we are’, one 
should look at how this is represented on such a platform. Through this definition, it 
could be said that the material self is portrayed on a user’s profile, i.e. the information 
an individual posts of themselves online, as well as photographs which represent the 
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individual’s offline activities. The user can show their possessions and body on 
photos and state their relationship status, their family ties, their profession and so 
forth on their profile. 
  The social self, as based on recognition from others, must be represented 
through interaction with other users, on Facebook homogenously called friends. 
Therefore the existence of certain individuals on a friends list, the number of a user’s 
friends, their posts made on the person’s wall, as well as extra gadgets such as the 
‘best friends list’ and virtual gift exchanges would represent such a social self.  
The spiritual self the individual that inhibits all the aspects of the personality 
portrayed online and offline. Therefore, the spiritual self is probably never accessible 
or portrayed fully online but is worth mentioning in connection to Gergen, who, as 
previously outlined, perceives this self, which he calls the ‘true self’, to be non-
existent in today’s age. James, living in a time without Internet, had not been 
confronted with this issue. Nonetheless, it seems with his approach, the spiritual self 
will not be lost, but in contrast, will be the connection between all the different 
selves.  
 
Possible selves may not be easily ‘put to practice’ offline. Online on the other hand, a 
text can be constructed much faster. A text in this context could be both, the written 
word, as well as a photograph. An individual could change a possible self, which may 
have been activated by certain “exposure to messages or media content” (Ibid.), into 
an actual self by changing or adding a text on their Facebook profile. The ‘exposure 
to messages or media content’ could then be either something perceived outside the 
online social network or on it. For example, in a certain group of friends, it could be 
socially wished for, to present oneself as politically active. The individual’s possible 
self would then be a politically active one. The individual could quickly join a 
Facebook group concerning itself with a political topic in order to fit into the social 
setting, making the possible self into the actual self. Offline, the individual would 
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have to undergo much more work to either join a party or enter a political forum etc. 
At this point, a remark needs to be made about the discrepancy of truth online and 
offline. Without going into a detailed side-track, it is worth mentioning that it may be 
much simpler, to deceive online than offline. Using the previous example, the 
individual could join the Facebook group without ever having to have a deeper look 
into it, let alone participating in discussions. Entering a party or forum offline would 
require engaging in it, just in order to enter. Therefore, constructing a self online may 
not necessarily represent one’s true intentions as much as the construction of an 
offline self might.  
 
James’ concept allows the inclusion of change into the construction of an identity, or 
self, online and offline. It is the accessibility of his concept, as well as its 
applicability that makes it so attractive. In the following, we wish to present a 
combined definition of what makes up the ‘self’, using Gergen’s, as well as James’ 
concepts. This will be the basis of our own definition of identity.  
 
3.4 Defining Identity 
In this chapter, we will present a short comparison of Gergen and James’ concepts 
(adaptation by Comello, 2009), as well as introducing other theorists’ definitions of 
identity, constructing the basis of our own definition. Different definitions of identity 
can be found in various literature, mostly psychology and sociology. In order to 
construct our own definition, we need to introduce some concepts which make up the 
basis of such. We have chosen the following definitions of identity, due to the fact 
that each of them incorporates aspects that we found suitable and important for the 
construction of our own definition. 
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Gergen, as presented previously, defines self and identity as the same. For him, it is a 
concept constructed by society and environmental input, but does not present a clear 
definition of what he perceives to be the core of the concept. James defines self by 
introducing a concept of its components. Self includes the aspects of material self, 
social self, spiritual self and the ego (‘I’). What seems to be similar in both theories is 
the possibility of multiple roles played by an individual and the openness to change 
within each of these. The difference lies mainly in the valuation of these two 
concepts. As Gergen seems to assess the ‘splitting’ of a self to have negative 
implications, James does not see a ‘splitting’ of a self but rather one self having 
different facets.  
 
In order to define identity, the self can also be looked at as a ‘dynamic processing 
system’. This idea is based on a text by Mischel & Morf (2003), cited in Wheeler et 
al (2007). This concept describes the active-self concept as “the current state in a 
connectionist network” (Wheeler et al., 2007; 238) and further. “Although the 
underlying pattern of connections between nodes may be relatively stable, the active 
state can flexibly shift to accommodate situational inputs” (Ibid.). This definition 
suggests that “the active self-concept can change even when the underlying chronic 
representation remains relatively static” (Ibid.). This means that the active self-
concept can change without any “substantial change in the chronic representation” 
(Ibid.). 
 
Sociologist Hami K. Bhabha sees identity as a process. In his words: “Identity is 
never a priori, nor a finished product” but “it is only ever the problematic process of 
access to an image of totality” (Bhabha, 1994; 51). 
 
According to communications expert Kokswijk, “… identity is a characteristic 
defining one’s sense of self” (Kokswijk, 2007; 24). In addition, he states that identity 
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is “closely linked to one’s role, hierarchy, social context and more relating aspects in 
the environment of a human being” (Ibid.; 23).  
 
As can be seen from these different definitions, identity can be interpreted in many 
ways. Emphasis can be placed on different aspects of the self, according to the use of 
the concept. As we partly agreed with several of the aforementioned theorists, we 
have decided to use different aspects of their concepts and interpret them according to 
our use of the notion of identity. As many theorists seem to use the notions of self 
and identity in the same context, we have agreed to use the words ‘identity’ and ‘self’ 
interchangeably.  
 
To sum it up, we see identity and its formation as an ongoing process, which is never 
completed, and in fact every aspect of one’s life contributes to this development. The 
more an individual experiences, the more is contributed to his or her memories. 
Memories take a great part in constructing world views and therefore make up part of 
an individual’s identity. As experience is an involuntary and ongoing process, thus, 
so must be parts of the formation of identity. As in James’ concept, identity 
incorporates material possessions, ancestry, social surroundings and the sense of 
one’s self. Each of these aspects seems to contribute to an individual’s experiences 
and must therefore be part of the identity. As any individual has certain 
characteristics which distinguish him or her from others, there must be some constant 
or chronic part of any identity. Adopted from the notion of identity as ‘dynamic 
processing system’, we therefore see there to be an underlying pattern, which can 
shift in parts, according to the individual’s surroundings and situation.  
 
  26 
3.5 Defining Online Identity 
Online identity can be defined as “an identity that is not real”, even though it can be 
quite similar to the offline one (Kokswijk, 2007; 60). Kokswijk’s definition of what 
he calls a ‘virtual’ identity seems like common sense at first sight. After a closer look, 
the word ‘real’ reveals itself to be misleading. It is equally ‘real’, in the sense that it 
portrays the individual’s perception of the self they wish to portray online. Virtual 
identity for us then, means the identity that an individual displays online. In the same 
way as ‘not real’, the word ‘virtual’ is misleading. Virtual identity is often referred to 
as being a newly created character, where an avatar represents the self, as opposed to 
the representation of the actual self. Online identity thus seems to be the more 
objective description. Therefore, throughout the project, we have and will continue to 
use the term ‘online identity’, rather than virtual identity. 
 
3.6 Expression of Personality Online 
Jacob van Kokswijk, is a communications expert, as well as a professor for digital 
media of Culture Technology. Kokswijk’s focus lies mainly on “digital interactive 
media, user controlled technologies, virtual, crossmedia development and human 
behaviour in cyber world and other virtual environments.”5 Yair Amichai-
Hamburger, is the director of the Research Centre for Internet Psychology.6 He has 
published the book ‘The Social Net; human behaviour in cyberspace’ in 2005. This is 
the other book that is used together with Kokswijk’s throughout this part of the 
chapter.  
 
Earlier in this chapter, online and offline identity were discussed. Looking at identity 
with focus on the Internet, one can talk about its different aspects. These are the body 
and offline and online identity, all of these different features being in some way 
                                               
5
 http://www.kokswijk.nl/aboutjacob.htm 8th of November 2009 
6
 http://amichai.socialpsychology.org/ 8th of November 2009 
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related (Kokswijk, 2007; 58). The bodily identity has its foundation in one’s genes, 
fingerprints and the structure of the iris (Ibid.; 58). These are things that are unique 
for every person and cannot be changed in any way, in contrast to most other aspects 
of identity which can be altered.  
 
Adolescence is the time during which one creates one’s identity, one tries out 
different identities until adopting one of them. The Internet can hereby be a great help 
in the search for one’s identity. Those who fail to create their identity during 
adolescence are likely to experience isolation (Amichai-Hamburger, 2005; 38). 
Internet users under the age of 25 can easily interchange their online and offline 
identities (Kokswijk, 2007; 29), which is often necessary due to constant change in 
the environment which one needs to adjust to (Ibid.; 23).  
 
Perhaps establishing a consistent identity online could lead to similar views being 
expressed offline. Some are more expressive on- and offline while others are more 
reserved. In the book ‘The Social Net’ (2005), Amichai-Hamburger discusses Carl 
Jung’s (1939) extroversion and introversion theory. H. J. Eysenck and S.E.G Eysenck 
(1975) define the term ‘extrovert’ as a person who is friendly, social and outgoing, 
and one who likes to take risks and acts on impulse (Amichai-Hamburger, 2005; pp. 
28-29). An ‘introvert’ on the other hand is the exact opposite. It is a person who is 
quiet and reflective, does not like larger social gatherings and might be seen as distant 
and remote (Ibid.; 28). Jung believes extroversion and introversion to be extreme 
opposites of one another, but could coexist within the same personality, though one 
will be more dominant and the other will be unconscious and underdeveloped (Ibid.; 
29). For introverts, being active online can help live out their extroversion. Eysenck 
and Eysenck believe that extroverts do not use the Internet as freely as introverts, 
because their need for interaction with their social circle online is not as big, due to 
an active social life offline. Kraut et al. (2002) however, argue that extroverts with 
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many friends offline show higher involvement in their online network, compared to 
introverts (Ibid.; 30). So one who uses Facebook very actively should, according to 
Kraut et al, have a very busy social life offline as well. Even though an introvert 
benefits from being social online, introverts are, according to Kraut et al, lonelier 
(Ibid.; 30). One could think that communicating actively and establishing friendships 
with other users on Facebook, would help introverts carry out their friendships offline 
as well. This is so, because the basis for getting to know one another has been laid out 
for them online, by using the chat function or writing messages on Facebook. As was 
previously mentioned, even weak ties online can be useful for spreading information 
and may possibly be able to help introverts develop friendships. Once friends are 
made, the theory of weak ties would suggest that they would be able to get in contact 
with the friends of those strong ties, possibly developing a network online, that they 
would hope to transfer offline.  
 
Creating an online identity can help one to explore different sides of oneself. Gender, 
age, skin colour etc. do not matter online. Creating a different identity online can be 
very liberating for some. It can help to experience life from another point of view, 
different from how one knows it (Ibid.; 63). It can be problematic to try out an 
alternate identity on Facebook, because most of one’s online contacts are people one 
also knows in one’s offline life. Being active online, one can find others who share 
the same interests, on Facebook this would be by joining a group. Here one can 
control how active one wants to be. For introverts, it can help to meet others who 
share the same interests as them. This can both have a positive or negative impact, as 
Amichai-Hamburger states: “Our identity is affected by the groups that we belong to 
and those that we do not” (Amichai-Hamburger, 2005; 42); so by joining a certain 
group, the user alienates him- or herself from other groups unintentionally.  
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“The technology of the Internet offers its participants unprecedented possibilities for 
communication with each other in real time, and for controlling the conditions of 
their own self-representations in ways impossible in face to face interaction.” (Ibid.; 
69). Creating a profile on a social networking site, such as Facebook, can help the 
user to display their online identity, by i.e. filling out the different categories about 
one’s hobbies, preferred literature, music or movies. When one creates an identity 
online, it can be “… a conscious construction, it can evolve subconsciously over a 
period of time, or it could simply be a reflection of the user in real life” (Kokswijk, 
2007; 63).  By using status updates on Facebook, the user lets their online contacts 
gain an insight into what is happening in their life or what they are doing right now. 
That way the user can control the knowledge that others have about them (Ibid.; 23). 
Henrik Byager, a communications consultant, has investigated Danes and their 
characteristics in their status updates on Facebook. He identifies three different types 
of Facebook users. The first is the type of users write about their everyday life 
(Jyllands Posten 03.02.09; 4). This type of users who give their Facebook contacts an 
insight into their lives with trivial updates which are sweet but dull, without any 
perspective (Ibid.; 4). The second type tries to brand themselves and their exciting 
lives, and want to make people aware of how fantastic they are. They update their 
status regularly, because otherwise their exciting updates would have the opposite 
effect. It is self-confirming and the updates are addressed to other users of the same 
type (Ibid.; 4). The third type of Facebook users are the political ones. They use their 
updates to post their opinions and political standpoints (Ibid.; 4). They use their 
updates as a sort of forum for discussions and expect quick answers. Users have the 
option of briefly declaring their political standpoints on their profiles, though not in 
depth. There is also the possibility of becoming a fan of specific politicians or parties. 
In some instances, it is even possible to become friends with a politician.  “Facebook 
is a personal story telling” (Jyllands Posten 03.02.09; 4), and the modern person is 
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someone who wants to share his or her story and show what is important in their life 
or what is affecting them in that very moment (Ibid.; 4). 
 
3.7 Identity in Social Interaction 
In the following, we will place the individual in a social context. Social interaction is 
an aspect of which identity is undeniably a great part. It is therefore important to 
examine the ways in which individuals present themselves through their identity 
when interacting socially. This is why we have included Erving Goffman, an 
American sociologist, and his theories on social interaction. 
 
Goffman analyses social interaction by applying theatrical terms. His notions and 
ideas on performance lend themselves to the interpretation of Facebook interaction 
quite conveniently.  The two central theatrical terms he uses are ‘front-stage’ where 
an individual ‘performs’ before an ‘audience’ and ‘back-stage’, at home, or being 
with people one knows well in more relaxed situations. When one is front-stage, one 
performs, meaning that an individual always acts in a way that he or she believes the 
situation warrants. For example, a waiter will actually ‘act’ as a waiter, because this 
is what is expected, or what he believes the audience expects. As soon as he enters 
through the swing doors to the kitchen however, he is back-stage (Goffman, 1959; 
75). Here he can act more or less informally, joke with his colleagues, swear, smoke 
etc. An example that corresponds to this on Facebook could be when one posts a 
status update – which is directed to a large group– and then commenting on a strong 
tie friend’s profile page. The essence of Goffman’s theory is that one is always 
attempting to control the situation in which one is engaging in social interaction, by 
acting in the way in which one believes should be acted, in order to control and 
present oneself and the situation in the best possible way to the ‘audience’(Ibid.; 
pp.4-16). This is similar to Gergen’s concept, who also states that individuals will 
always present themselves in the best way possible.  
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An essential aspect of Goffman’s theory is that as soon as a meeting between people 
occurs, information is exchanged. The audience and the actor obtain information 
from each other by looking at things like manners and appearance. Individuals in 
social interaction need to obtain ‘conclusive information’ about the other person so 
“they can direct wisely their own activity” (Ibid.; pp.1-2). There are two different 
kinds of ‘sign activity’ (Ibid.; 2) which one gives off in an interaction. Firstly, there is 
information that one ‘gives’ and secondly there is information that one ‘gives off’ 
(Ibid.; 2). This means that the information that is ‘given’, is given consciously in 
order to control the others’ perception of the individual and the situation he or she 
wishes to project, and the information that is ‘given off’ consists of various signs that 
the receiving individual attaches his own meanings to. 
 
To sum up the central aspect of Goffman’s theory: “Regardless of the particular 
objective which the individual has in mind… it will be in his interests to control the 
conduct of the others, especially their responsive treatment of him.” (W.I. Thomas 
quoted in Goffman, 1959; 3) Thomas goes on to explain that “this control is achieved 
largely by influencing the definition of the situation which the others come to 
formulate”.  Another facet of Goffman’s theory on social interaction is that people 
are constantly attempting to avoid ‘embarrassing’ moments, which are moments that 
are unacceptable on the front-stage, but might be a acceptable or normal back-stage, 
in order not to break the vision or the performance which the actor or team would like 
to give. By embarrassing moments, Goffman means moments where the image that 
the actor wants to present comes to an unexpected halt, for example by suddenly 
sneezing or saying something entirely unfitting, or similar occurrences that can break 
up a performance. Further expressions that are usually attributed to theatre language 
are also used in his analysis of social interaction, such as costume and props. For 
example, props could be exemplified by fine cutlery being brought out because of 
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guests arriving for dinner. However, these are not as important to this project, as there 
are not actually any props in the physical sense on Facebook. 
 
Furthermore, and importantly, Goffman states that everyone will strive for an 
agreement in their interactions, meaning that once in a meeting, for example with a 
bank supervisor, every member of the performance and of each performance ‘team’ 
will do their utmost to keep up the presentation, even if any of the members of a team 
accidentally happen to do something to break the performance. It is important for 
people to ‘keep up appearances’. A ‘team’, in Goffman’s terms, can be visualized, for 
example, by the staff of a hospital. If an error has been made in a blood test of a 
patient by the night shift, the morning shift will attempt to act in a way that helps to 
protect their colleagues and at the same time is in coherence with expected hospital 
professionalism and procedures. 
In the following, we will touch upon why we believe it is helpful to apply 
Goffman’s theories to Facebook, or at least to view them in the same context. 
Facebook seems to be a platform where one ‘acts’ in the traditional sense, but there 
are also numerous interactions possible on Facebook, that do not fall into this 
category. It seems that on Facebook, one tries to control a situation, or encounter, in 
order to reach a specific outcome. For example posting a video for others to see is 
most probably done in order to receive some response, which is why there is the 
possibility to ‘comment’. On the other hand there is no immediate perception by the 
audience of the proposed situation, meaning that the communication process is 
slower. It takes longer for information to arrive, and it is more difficult for an 
individual to find out what information is ‘given’ and what is ‘given off’.  
However there are numerous reasons why it is fitting to apply the analogy 
of the theatre to Facebook. Facebook could be said to be an extension of ordinary 
everyday social interaction. It is thus very much both on and off stage: Consider the 
image of the classic theatre stage, but replace the traditional red carpet with a 
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transparent carpet. The latter because it is possible to have private, and semi private, 
conversations on Facebook that are visible to all, thus not falling into any of the 
categories described by Goffman. This situation has also been explained using the 
metaphor of a ‘glass bedroom’, being a “bridge that is partially private and public, 
constructed online trough signs and language” (Pearson, 2009; 2). The question that 
arises from the above could be, whether there is at all any unplanned interaction on 
Facebook, or whether Goffman’s observations of social conduct are even more 
apparent there, than in offline life, since –at least when writing normal messages and 
not chatting– one has all the time in the world to think of the repercussions of what 
one is going to write.  
It is impossible for us to say to what extent people always think about 
how what they write might be perceived by their Facebook friends. But the fact 
remains that most people are conscious about what they write because they know that 
it is going to be visible to a large group of people (Pearson, 2009; 3), and because it 
requires a conscious cognitive process to write anything. However it is also possible 
to send entirely private messages on Facebook, which fall into the back-stage 
category. 
Facebook can in many ways be seen as a self-affirmation utility, a place 
where one can confirm one’s own perception or one’s own idea of one’s identity – or 
create a new one (Pearson, 2009; 4). It is possible to write and blog, post messages, 
images and videos, which one believes are in cohesion with one’s identity and which 
one feels would fit into other people’s interpretations of one’s self. So, on Facebook 
there is a considerable overlapping of front-stage and back-stage interactions, since 
many interactions take place that are between people who know each other and who 
play on the same social ‘team’. This has also been considered by boyd and Lee: 
“Performance is suspended between the private and the public, and contains within it 
a mixture of attributes from both” (boyd and Lee, quoted in Pearson, 2009; 2). An 
essential aspect of Facebook communication is that one can ‘act’ as one sees fit, and 
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not be afraid of losing control of the performance –as is the case with offline 
interactions. People can explore their own identity or different aspects of their 
identity without really having to consider an immediate outcome that could possibly 
end up in a social ‘failure’. As touched upon earlier, ‘embarrassing’ situations are 
unpleasant for the ones involved, and what people consciously try to avoid –even if 
they are not on the same ‘team’. It is in the interest of everyone to be part of a 
situation in which they have some degree of control and influence of what 
information is given.  
 
In conclusion, Goffman provides us with a good foundation from which to explore 
online identity on Facebook. His theories create a general structure from which social 
interaction and communication can be analysed. Goffman’s theory is useful when 
attempting to gain a general understanding of our subject-matter, and thereby 
provides us with a basis for applying more recent theories that are exclusively dealing 
with online interaction. 
 
3.8 Youth and Identity 
Society and social interaction have always been governed by rules.  Some of the 
aspects discussed in the above chapter stem from the 1950’s. Therefore some of 
Goffman’s ideas on the presentation of self have changed, as the rules which underlie 
social interaction have gradually shifted toward a more loosely defined set of 
conventions. In order to explore how identity is formed on Facebook, it is essential to 
examine how ‘rules’ of social interaction and general cultural changes have affected 
the way in which young people explore and form their identity in a social context. 
 
Fifty or sixty years ago, children were meant to be seen, not heard. Adolescents were 
to behave accordingly. This may be a very stereotypical rendition of how family and 
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society functioned a few generations ago. However, the point of such a rendition is, 
that society has changed significantly since then. There is no longer a tradition, or at 
least it has changed along with society. The first wave of such de-traditionalisation 
came about with the change from agricultural to industrial society (Ziehe, 2003). 
Since the “cultural liberation”7 (Nørgaard, 2000; 197) of the 1970's, society has 
experienced a second wave, which once again has changed tradition and the attitude 
of people (Ziehe, 2003). With the cultural liberation, authoritative figures have lost 
some of their power. Forty years ago, teenagers and young adults broke free of the 
norms and rebelled by playing rock music and letting their hair grow. It was a way to 
show independence from their parents, and claiming an identity that was different 
from what had been foreseen (Ziehe, 2003). This protest paved the way for a society 
that was centred more on individuality, and it gave voice to young people who were 
not heard before. 
De-traditionalisation renders that the authority of adults is something which should be 
earned (Ziehe, 2000). It is not a given that a child will respect an adult, unless there is 
a mutual relationship. Everything has become negotiable (Ziehe, 2003). This 
development has continued until today; teenagers take it for granted that they have 
this voice to speak their opinions, because they have never experienced anything else. 
Young people today have become more aware of the significance of their own part in 
society. The changes have been made particularly in schools and within the families, 
as this is where children and adolescents live their lives. It is no longer expected that 
children should only be seen.  
Thomas Ziehe, a teacher and sociologist, has spent a lot of time giving lectures about 
how this development has changed the relationship between adolescents, adults and 
society. The development in what he calls the hyper modern society, is not something 
he criticises. On the contrary, he welcomes the independence of young people. 
                                               
7 Nørgaard uses the danish phrasing: “kulturel frisættelse”. 
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However, he asks for a reform of the conditions for these young people. It is 
important to think this new society into the teaching methods.  
Young people relate to something that Ziehe calls personal life worlds (Ziehe, 2003). 
Children today live in an everyday culture where their personal life world is their 
frame of reference. Children create their personal life worlds from parts of reality 
they find interesting. With this, they distance themselves from the adult sphere. De-
traditionalisation is a reason why it is possible for young people to explore a range of 
different symbols and lifestyles, and from there, choose which ones they want to add 
to their everyday experience. High culture, such as theatre, classical music and fine 
literature, is no longer a superior phenomenon, exclusively for the upper class, but 
has become a part of mass culture. The personal life worlds have become dominating 
and socialisation happens through these. This creates a great challenge for high 
culture, as young people have become more critical, being allowed to question 
motives. For young people to have an interest in something, it has to relate to their 
own experiences. (Ziehe, 2000) This is especially relevant in schools, which is the 
field which Ziehe is most occupied with. The negotiation of authority makes it 
difficult to argue for all educational topics. The relationship between children and 
authorities has become more liberal. This is something that becomes more and more 
visible with social networks such as Facebook, where children become ‘friends’ with 
their parents and teachers. The communication between the two is also more relaxed 
and one could almost talk of an equal relationship. 
There is no prescriptive culture any more. Everyday culture is relatively open and it is 
no longer possible to ‘behave accordingly’, since there are no rules for how to behave 
in certain situations. Behaviour is also to be negotiated (Ziehe, 2003). Thomas Ziehe 
gave a very colourful example of this (Ziehe, 2003; 59): A father of a teenage boy 
walked in to his bathroom and found a girl he did not know, in her nightgown. In 
earlier days the fact that two teenagers would spend the night together without the 
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parents knowing might have caused a small family scandal. Also, the father would 
probably have found that the girl was dressed inappropriately. However, this 
perception has changed. The girl smiled at the father, and said that she would be 
finished soon. As he was closing the door, being a bit confused by the situation, the 
girl asked when breakfast would be served. This is a very vivid example of how the 
notion of authority has changed. Young people are raised to believe they have rights 
and privileges, and feel equal to their parents. They demand their right to privacy and 
to make their own decisions. Furthermore, parents wish for their children to have 
these privileges. The father from the example, talked to his son later and told him that 
it was fine he had company over, but if he would be so kind as to have it when they 
were not home (Ziehe, 2003; 59). Ziehe states, that parents today are accepting that 
teenagers have private lives; however, they do not wish to be witness to it. With 
social networks, however, this privacy may be compromised when children and 
parents are friends on Facebook. A friendship will give parents access to 
conversations between their children and their peers and to photos, e.g. of their 
children drinking. Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier, children can choose to set 
certain aspects of their profiles to ‘private’, and parents can choose not to pry in their 
children's online, as well as their offline activities. 
Because children have become more independent of the adult world and of tradition, 
creating an identity can sometimes be more challenging than giving (Nørgaard, 
2000). Earlier, identity was defined by tradition, by the family one was born into and 
by the choices parents made on their children's behalf. Today on the other hand, 
children are considered individuals who should make their own choices of who they 
want to be. The challenge is to figure out what choices to make, how to make the 
right ones. These different choices are seen everywhere: in politics, social 
interactions, commercials, education and links online.  
  38 
Children mirror themselves not only in their parents, but in other adult figures, peers 
and real or fictive role models, to reflect on their own development. The recognized 
sociologist Anthony Giddens also has focused on the changes in today's society. He 
agrees with Ziehe, that we cannot turn to tradition or religion any more. He talks 
about identity as a self-reflexive project (Hermann, 2000). This is helpful when 
thinking of identity as something dynamic and changing. It is important to be able to 
reflect on one's self in order to change it. Facebook could be used positively to help 
this reflection. It is a major task to investigate both one's own, but also other 
identities. The online identity may give another impression, better or worse, than 
one's offline identity. These impressions may be helpful to reflect on how one 
presents oneself when one is ‘performing’ offline. As we have stated previously, 
Goffman’s notion of front-stage is a place of performance, whereas back-stage is a 
more private setting. Adolescents feel more comfortable with authorities, parents, 
teachers and other adults than they used to. As said before, the relationship between 
children and adults has become more relaxed and mutual. This again, supports our 
earlier argument that front-stage and back-stage overlap. On Facebook, the 
boundaries also get crossed, because people are sitting in a private, safe atmosphere 
while they are interacting with others online. 
The development of identity has become more rapid than earlier. Adolescents mature 
differently than their parents or grandparents did. Nonetheless, this development is 
also in some cases forced by way of exposure, especially to the media. The media has 
‘helped’ to change the attitude towards sexuality, alcohol, school etc. Many barriers 
and taboos have been broken down. The media has expanded the horizon and people 
are more informed and educated about many things. The expanding exposure to TV, 
film and Internet, makes young people aware of crucial aspects of identity, such as 
sexuality, at a point in their development where it might not be natural to be 
concerned with yet (Nørgaard, 2000). 
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3.9 Summary 
To sum up the chapter, we find it important to not only look at the individual level of 
the identity formation process, but to see how it affects social interaction and 
therefore society as a whole. Material possessions, ancestry, social environment, 
societal surroundings and the sense of one’s self are the main aspects we wish to 
incorporate in our concept of identity formation. Following the aforementioned 
theories, we believe that identities and the feeling of self are in part created by the 
roles we play. It is in social interaction, that individuals decide, which side of 
themselves they wish to portray. Individuals are very much aware of how others 
perceive them. This awareness of others’ perception is primarily formed in situations 
where one interacts with other people. We believe that, in forming an identity one 
attempts to reflect these aspects in one’s own identity, thus making others’ perception 
a part of oneself. This applies a great deal to Facebook, where both one’s own and 
others’ perception of an individual can be reflected in posts, thus merging into one 
online identity. Being active online can help to experiment with different aspects of 
one’s identity. This is partially influenced by personality traits, such as whether one is 
introverted or extroverted. In creating an online identity, we state that by filling out 
what one’s interests, political affiliation, taste in music etc. are, one can influence 
how other users view one. By posting status updates, users can give their friends and 
network an insight into what they are doing at any specific moment.  
 
Social interaction therefore determines in great part how one’s identity is formed. As 
mentioned above, the rules that govern how an individual acts within society have 
changed quite significantly over the last few generations. As an individual adapts to 
its environment, a change in societal structures makes up a large part of an 
individual’s experiences. The individual is therefore influenced by society. As a 
result of this, social interactions and societal changes contribute to the process of 
identity formation. This very much supports our view, that identity is not a solely 
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static or stable concept, but is an ongoing process which does not come to a halt. 
These concepts of identity will be applied to examples of self presentation online in 
the following chapter. 
 
4. Facebook Examples and Analysis  
4.1 Introduction 
As we have accounted for several different theories, it is now essential to apply our 
knowledge to examples of Facebook. As mentioned previously in chapter 1.4, 
methodology, our approach to the project is theoretical and analytical. However, in 
order to provide a proper analysis of the presentation of online identity, empirical 
data has to be taken into consideration. This empirical work has been conducted, not 
by ourselves, but by various researchers in the relevant fields. With this chapter, we 
aim to show how the previously outlined concepts apply to actual online behaviour 
and interaction. As classically, the theories outlined, are designed to be applied to 
offline behaviour, we wish to exemplify their relevance to online activities. We here 
aim at creating a basis for answering our problem definition: examining online and 
offline identity formation as it manifests itself on the social networking site, 
Facebook. Furthermore, we will analyse how one presents oneself on Facebook, 
including, in some aspects, how using an online identity affects the offline identity.  
 
4.2 Experimenting with Identity Online 
Angela Thomas, a professor of the University of Sydney, teaching in English, Arts 
and New Media Literacies Education8, has conducted an empirical study, 
interviewing young people from all around the world about their behaviour in online 
                                               
8
 Thomas, Angela, Angela A thomas, from http://www.angelaathomas.com/. 
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communities. After seven years of research, Thomas had collected all of the data 
from group conversations and electronic interviews to produce this study (Thomas, 
2007; pp. 1-2). By presenting the interviews in a narrative form, Thomas is able to 
capture every detail involving the young people’s thought processes when writing 
and interacting online (Ibid.). 
Out of the seven young people involved in the study, one girl in particular has given 
inspiration to Thomas’ theory of young people’s creation of an online identity. The 
girl named Violetta, or at least that is her online name, has experimented with many 
different online identities and there are several statements throughout Thomas’ study 
in which Violetta expresses her opinion and thoughts on being online. This girl has 
gained a great deal of experience with online activities, as she has been chatting and 
browsing through the Internet from an early age. Violetta has gone through many 
different characters in her young life and as she lists the names of her many personas, 
her conclusion is striking: “… SleepyJean… psychedelic violet… that’s just off the 
top of my head… hehe… Some of them were ‘me’; some of them were totally 
different to me. lol.” 9 (Ibid.; 39). 
In the light of the aforementioned theory by Jung (1939), we believe that Violetta’s 
behaviour can be related to the concepts of introverts and extroverts. A statement by 
Violetta shows us, that her behaviour has not always been this explorative: “(…) I 
wasn’t popular during those middle school years AT ALL. I used to be such a drop 
out of the social scene. (…) And I spent insane amounts of time on my talker. This is 
when most of my names sprung up.”10 (Ibid.; 45). At this point in Violetta’s life, she 
would clearly have been defined as an introvert because of her lack of social 
engagement. Her online activities therefore helped her turn from being an introvert to 
becoming an extrovert. 
 
                                               
9
 ’Lol’ is an abbreviation for ’laughing out loud’ 
10
 A talker here refers to a chat room created by the user. 
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An example of how Violetta’s characters shift, is given in her explanation of how her 
online ‘talk-writing’, meaning that she writes the way she would speak, not 
considering grammar, changes depending on each platform: “You have to change the 
way you are depending on which space you’re in at any given moment.“ (Ibid.; 43). 
She does not only talk about her style of writing, but about the way she acts online. 
She goes on to say that this is the case in all the cyber worlds which she visits. Even 
though she is ‘herself’ underneath, she is always aware of how she acts and presents 
herself to fit in to the specific network and its users. 
Furthermore, it is obvious that Violetta has a great sense of self-awareness when it 
comes to her online behaviour: “In my own talker for example, I want to present 
myself as the ‘me’ that I imagine myself to be.” (Ibid.; 42). She intentionally creates 
different characters to represent her on each platform and it even seems that she finds 
these options helpful and satisfactory, in the game of constructing the perfect online 
identity. At one point, Violetta even portrayed herself as a boy online. This online 
gender switch gave Violetta the possibility of becoming an entirely different person, 
whom she could express her desires and dreams through (Ibid.; 187).  
 
As is the case with Facebook, this type of persona-switch is not possible in all places, 
and generally, Thomas does not believe that gender switches to be a very common 
thing for young people to do online. However, the personal development of self and 
self awareness, which Violetta experienced by portraying a boy online, is identical to 
the way Facebook may allow a user to portray a different persona. Even though it is 
not possible to switch genders on Facebook, it is possible to portray the parts of one’s 
personality which have significant value to the individual. By choosing specific 
aspects of one’s identity to display online, Facebook may cause one to experience 
unrecognized or repressed aspects of the offline identity (Ibid.; 187). 
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The notion of the ‘duality of self’, as Thomas has named the concept of exploring 
different features of one’s personality, originally comes from Ben Agger, an 
American professor of sociology, who works with critical theory and social life in the 
digital culture. Thomas is greatly inspired by Agger throughout her book and 
therefore adopted his idea that people tend to create or assemble themselves online 
from the personality features they find most appealing and attractive. Agger goes on 
to state that people pick out the features which are most ‘healthy’, in relation to 
online contacts. (Agger, 2004; 99). 
The multitasking of different roles played out in different online communities and 
platforms, is an expression of the need most adolescents feel: to experiment with their 
identity and their self presentation. Examples of this ongoing process will be 
described later in this chapter, as we introduce examples from Facebook in which 
young people are very conscious about the way they portray themselves, or come 
across with a specific message. 
 
4.3 Attractiveness and Popularity on Facebook  
In their article ‘Too Much of a Good Thing? The Relationship Between Number of 
Friends and Interpersonal Impressions on Facebook’, Walther et al. analyse the 
relationship between an individual’s number of friends on Facebook and their 
attractiveness, as perceived by others. The central idea to their research is the notion 
that an individual with many friends is perceived as popular and that popularity 
influences attractiveness. As well as giving an insight into online impression 
formation, this text brings attention to interesting aspects of online identity.  
  
Walther et al. introduce a concept by which information available within an online 
social network can be divided into three categories: that which generated by the 
individual themselves, automated information generated by the computer, such as 
  44 
number of friends, and information provided by friends in messages and tagging in 
photos (Walther et al., 2008b; 534). The authors mention that “people avail 
themselves of whatever information is available within a CMC [computer mediated 
communication] environment with which to form impressions, despite the absence of 
the nonverbal cues that typically drive impressions in offline communication.” (Ibid.; 
533) Among such, the cues available to a visitor of a user’s profile can be divided 
into those that are volitional and those that are unintentional. Therefore ‘users’ textual 
self-conceptions’ (Ibid.) and the profile picture can be seen as intentional information 
about the self, whereas the computer-generated information and that coming from 
other social network members is not necessarily intended by the user. One could say 
that Facebook “enables users to articulate and make visible their social networks” 
(boyd and Ellison, 2007; 1).  
 
According to Walther et al., popularity can be divided into two types: ‘peer-perceived 
(or perceptual) popularity’ and ‘sociometric popularity’. Perceptual popularity then 
“pertains to the judgments about individuals who are members of a group or class 
believed to be valued by its members” (Ibid.; 535). Sociometric popularity is that 
measured by the number of friends an individual has. If popularity increases 
attractiveness, then it seems to be desirable to be popular. In a previous study, 
Walther et al (2008b) found that  
 
“(…) statements made by the profile owner’s friends had a 
significant impact on observers’ ratings of the social 
attractiveness and credibility of the profile owner. Wall postings 
alluding to sociable behaviour by the target increased favourable 
ratings of targets, whereas postings suggesting excessive 
drinking and philandering prompted a reversal” (Ibid.; 534). 
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In addition: “the physical attractiveness of a profile owner’s friends (…) directly 
affected observers’ ratings of the profile owner’s physical attractiveness” (Ibid.). This 
clearly shows that a profile exhibiting a well-working, attractive and stable group of 
friends can increase attractiveness. As an individual knows how they perceive others, 
it follows naturally to assume that others will perceive them in the same way. In order 
to appear attractive then, it seems important to surround oneself with those friends or 
acquaintances that can provide exactly such an image. As Walther et al. state: 
“Attractive individuals are judged more favourably than unattractive individuals on a 
variety of different dimensions such as academic/developmental competence, 
interpersonal competence, social appeal, extraversion, self-confidence and 
occupational competence” (Walther et al., 2008a; pp. 535-536). Technically then, 
popularity and the social surroundings one chooses to situate oneself in, make up a 
great deal of one’s attractiveness. As an individual then tries to portray their ‘best 
selves’ online, sociometric popularity would be a great help in portraying such a self. 
 
In trying to present an image that appeals to outside users, users go through great 
lengths to impress others. A study which looked at university students’ use of and 
motives for acquiring a Facebook profile, found the following evidence to support the 
above statement: “Overall, 81 percent of students logged into Facebook on a daily 
basis. […] The majority of students (50 percent) changed their profile every few 
months. Nineteen percent changed their profile every day, and 19 percent 1 to 3 times 
per week. The majority of students had between 200 and 350 Facebook friends.” 
(Sheldon, 2007; pp. 6-7) It seems that Facebook is a helpful tool for impression 
management, especially when “anticipating or engaging in the initial stage of 
interactions” (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Goffman, 1959, quoted in Walther et al. 
2008a). 
In relation to the notion of attractiveness, William James’ concept of possible selves 
should be re-visited. Knowing that one could be seen as attractive through the 
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aforementioned means creates the knowledge of a possible self. This possible self 
would be an attractive one, leading to higher popularity. Knowing what seems 
attractive to others infers the use of such tools and displaying the elements of one’s 
self that lead to the portrayal of such a self.  
 
4.4 Examples of Facebook Use on Campus 
Ana M. Martinez Aleman is an Associate Professor of Education and Chair of the 
Department of Educational Administration and Higher Education at Boston College. 
Katherine Lynk Wartman is a PhD candidate at the same university. Together, this 
year they published “Online Social Networking on Campus: Understanding What 
Matters in Student Culture”. The authors state that “on Facebook, identity can be 
simultaneously stable and alterable”. They give examples of how profiles can be 
created with the intention of presenting a sincere and earnest impression or a sarcastic 
one (Wartman et al., 2009; 23). It does not take much time to, for example change 
pictures or one’s relationship status on Facebook. In addition, there are awards or 
superlatives given, which include the people who change their photos and 
relationship status the most, in order to produce a dramatic effect. It seems very 
possible that profiles have both, the sincere and sarcastic elements, as continuous 
posts of either kind will probably also show the side of one’s character that one is 
trying to downplay. Aleman and Wartman have interviewed several American 
university students about their use of the social networking site Facebook. Some of 
these students are not comfortable sharing their information with a large audience. 
Consequently their real names have been replaced by aliases. It should be noted that, 
as these examples are taken from American universities, some issues are specific to 
America. These include the 21 year drinking age limit. To generalize, this age can be 
substituted with whatever the age limit for drinking is in one’s country. 
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4.4.1. Example 1: Jon and Teresa 
The first example given in the book (Wartman et al., 2009; pp. 73-76) shows how an 
online identity can be shaped by what one aspires to become when done studying. Jon 
and Teresa are a couple who study at a university in the northeast of America. In a 
sense, Jon and Teresa’s relationship began on Facebook. Instead of giving Jon her 
phone number, Teresa said that he could write to her online. Currently, the couple 
uses the feature of sending each other messages on Facebook to supplement phone 
calls and text messages. The couple also use the Facebook feature of ‘poking’ in a 
playful manner, in order to communicate with each other without writing. Therefore, 
Facebook seems to have provided a variation in how communication is facilitated 
between the two.  
 
However, this new form of communication also brings challenges to the couple’s 
relationship that may have not been present before the widespread use of social 
software and Web 2.0 sites such as Facebook. Teresa carefully observes what is 
written on her boyfriend’s page especially in terms of comments from other girls. 
When Jon’s interactions with other women are out in the open, he has to be careful 
about how he replies to them, or whether or not he replies at all, in order to avoid 
tense situations in his personal life. Jon’s girlfriend monitoring his site shows the 
personal side of identity on Facebook and how it can influence offline interactions. 
Jon and Teresa’s case also shows how a relationship can influence the display of 
oneself online, in terms of profile pictures. Teresa’s picture is one of the two of them 
at a get-together. Nonetheless, Jon chose to retain a photo of him playing football, 
even after Teresa had asked him to change it to one of them together. This may have 
led to some tension that may not have been present without this social networking 
site. Nevertheless, Teresa did state that it was uncommon for males to have their 
girlfriends in their profile picture. This could perhaps indicate that she understood his 
decision whether she was disappointed or not.  
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As well as providing new opportunities and challenges with his girlfriend, being a 
star football player, with professional aspirations, Jon has to be aware of how he 
presents himself online. He often uses the many photos that he has of him playing 
football as his profile pictures. Teresa states that many of their friends have photos of 
them drinking alcohol and smoking marijuana. Jon however has to be careful 
presenting himself in this manner, as he would prefer to be seen as a professional. In 
general, he claims not to hesitate much before posting information on this social 
networking site. It speaks for the popularity of Facebook, that it influences careers, 
for example here in the case of potential professional sportsmen. Although it is 
understandable that student athletes would be conscious of their image, this could 
make others wonder about how they present themselves offline. Even if making a 
great effort to manage one’s online identity, the energy you put into hiding the offline 
identity might become known and even reach the people whom one is trying to hide 
one’s offline identity from. The people who watch one’s page may find out what 
great lengths one goes to, to keep things under wraps or the efforts one has made may 
come out at a later time. This may have new implications. The question could be 
asked, whether people will believe a presented online identity to be true, if there are 
examples of an offline identity which are inconsistent with the online one.  
If Jon has to be careful with his Facebook profile, it suggests that he also has to 
work on maintaining an offline identity that is close to what he presents on the 
internet. Similar to fan pages that celebrities have on Facebook, being a well-known 
athlete, Jon also gets many posts from people who have watched him play, who he 
does not know personally. Therefore, this social networking site allows Jon to make 
himself appear accessible to his fans as they have the ability to write to him, as well 
as interacting with someone who they admire because of their athletic skills. 
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This example of a student’s online impression management shows how relevant 
James’ notion of possible selves is to Facebook. As the athlete described above, 
knows that he could be a professional football player in the future, he has a possible 
self in mind. Because of his career, he looks out to present himself in a professional 
way on Facebook. This means thinking about not only the pictures which he puts up 
or is being tagged on, but also how he communicates with his friends. If messages or 
his status updates show a different image of him than the pictures of the professional 
and career minded footballer, his public image could get ruined because of it. Jon 
uses the tools he knows are most likely to lead to the possible self becoming his 
actual self, deliberately. He knows that he needs to appear accessible, friendly, 
responsible and athletic online, in order to be recognized as the professional player he 
wants to be. This example illustrates how the online display of a person can lead to 
the activation of a possible and formation of an active self. 
 
4.4.2. Example 2, Kris 
Kris (Wartman et al., 2009; pp. 54-59) falls into our target group of people aged 15-
25. She is a 21-year-old senior at an American university. She acts as a resident 
advisor to other students. She therefore has to set a good example for others, offline 
as well as online. She has to balance presenting herself accurately online, not 
jeopardizing her image on campus and being a role model for other students. One 
area where she is willing to display a more personal side of herself is when choosing 
her profile picture. Some users may look for a profile photo that is not embarrassing 
and therefore fairly safe. However, others like Kris use the possibility of having a 
profile picture as a means to explore their ‘goofy’ side. She looks for images that she 
thinks are funny. She does not let her role as a resident advisor affect this side of her 
identity on Facebook. Even though she does not mind the picture being silly, a 
conscious choice is still made about how she wants to present herself.  
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As Kris is in a position, in which she has to set an example for others, she has to be 
aware of what photos of her and messages about her they see. In order to maintain a 
responsible image, she actually has to ask people not to take photos of her drinking at 
social gatherings. Even if the students she mentors would not see such photos on her 
profile, they might see links to them on other students’ pages.  When a similar 
situation occurred before, the photo was still on Facebook, even though she had 
untagged it, meaning it could not be seen on her profile. The photo did not show her 
face, but she was wearing her soccer jersey which gave her away. This led to one of 
her residents seeing her drinking from a keg of beer and questioning her about it. 
How drinking is viewed may vary from campus to campus, but when this occurred, 
Kris considered two options on how to control the damage done to her image. She 
pondered changing her security settings to not allow her residents to see photos of her 
posted elsewhere. She also considered asking the student, who took the photo, to 
delete it. We believe, a third option might have been to talk to the resident who 
questioned her about why she had been drinking. Kris did not consider the latter 
option, even though it may have saved her some of the time she spent on damage 
control. In the end, she decided to be more careful in the future, but took no 
immediate action.  
 
Kris and others interviewed by Aleman and Wartman have stated that photos can be 
misleading. For example, even though Kris sees her self as a responsible student, 
spends time at the library and so forth, most pictures taken of her and her friends are 
at parties. Kris claims that photos with drinking involved can be especially 
misrepresentative. She classifies herself as an occasional drinker. However, when 
posing in pictures with intoxicated students, sober ones may be grouped with them 
even if they are not drinking in the photo. Also, living in the USA, and having only 
recently turned 21, Kris is concerned with the negative impact it could have on her 
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image if it becomes clear that she had been consuming some alcohol before she was 
of legal age. Kris states that her impression management is something she works hard 
at and it seems that Facebook can make this difficult, or at least challenging at times.  
 
As well as having to set an example for her students, these have to be able to get in 
touch with her. Therefore Kris shows quite a bit of contact information about herself 
on her profile. The students can only see her limited profile, so they can see the 
contact information but nothing more personal.  
Another component of identity, both on- and offline, is sexual orientation. While Jon 
has to worry about his girlfriend viewing his interactions with other women, Kris has 
to make sure people find out about her sexuality in a way that she chooses. She is 
interested in women, but does not list her relationship status or her homosexuality. 
However, on campus, she is secretary of the campus’ gay, lesbian, bisexual and 
transgender (GLBT) student group. She tells people this in person, so that they do not 
find out on Facebook. Kris’ example illustrates two points. First, it shows the 
increasing impact of Facebook on offline impression management. Secondly, it also 
shows that even active Facebook users feel that some things can be said better in 
person. This may even be the case with users, who are not as aware of the influence 
of the site on offline interactions with people, as Kris is.  
 
Kris’ use of Facebook is primarily centred on presentation, as opposed to Jon and 
Teresa for whom Facebook is also a vital tool for communication in their 
relationship. It seems that a large part of Kris’ decision to have a Facebook profile 
however, is based around the fact that her contact information should be easily 
accessible for the residents and the members of the GLBT. Kris’ use of Facebook is 
thus mostly front-stage, which means that she has to be careful about what parts of 
her identity she chooses to present on her Facebook profile in order to present the 
correct or desired image, a choice which would be reflected again in her offline social 
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interactions. Her role as resident advisor and secretary of the GLBT means that she is 
a somewhat public figure in the community of her university, and that she thus has to 
balance her front-stage Facebook performance with her offline identity, if she wishes 
to be taken seriously and present a professional image online. The issues above mean 
that Kris has to be very conscious about her conduct and identity on Facebook. 
Kris’ choice of a ‘goofy’ profile picture instead of a serious one shows that one’s 
Facebook profile does not have to constitute a singular view of one’s identity. It 
allows one to pick various sides of one’s identity and present them in a performance 
that is always available, and to everyone, seeing as profile pictures are available to 
see not only for friends, but anyone who happens to come by a profile, if privacy 
settings are not tightened. Some assumptions can be made from this observation. 
Firstly, we can assume that since a profile picture is static to a certain degree and 
does not adapt its performance to a situation, as would a performance in an offline 
social interaction, the presented profile picture constitutes the desired identity that, 
overall, Kris is most happy with presenting publicly. This is interesting because it 
tells us something about how people perceive themselves. According to Goffman, 
people present themselves and act in a way that the situation warrants. One attempts 
to control the outcome of an interaction by presenting specific sides of one’s identity, 
by ‘performing’ and by using props such as a dress for example. Since Facebook is 
not a situation in the traditional sense where the ‘actor’ has the immediate possibility 
to change the outcome, it makes sense for us to assume that, in particular, the profile 
picture is chosen with great care and knowledge of the outcome and perception of the 
possible audience. This is also exemplified in the case of Kris, who very consciously 
choses a ‘goofy’ picture of herself, in order to present that part of her identity. 
 
Goffman’s notion of the theatre with the front-stage and back-stage arena divided by 
the carpet, is useful in order to examine how Kris performs and explores her identity, 
and in analysing online social networking in general (Pearson, 2009; pp.2-3). In our 
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view, Facebook changes the classic notion, so that, metaphorically speaking, the 
carpet is transparent –if not completely, then at least partially. This is because one’s 
friends can see a lot of one’s own online interactions, both on their own page and on 
the specific profile. The option to turn off a lot of the notifications about one’s 
actions to friends is available, and would serve to reduce the transparency of access to 
back-stage and front-stage interaction. This results in a situation where one is both 
front-stage and back-stage at the same time, since communication containing 
information that would usually be regarded as private, is often posted on a person’s 
‘wall’ on his or her profile. Instead of a deliberate performance, in the sense of 
controlling the outcome of a situation, we have a constant performance consisting of 
the whole profile, where the ‘audience’ has access to deliberately posted pictures, but 
also various comments made by other people, which might or might not be friends 
with messages of a private nature. The end effect is thus a “disruption of a clear split 
between back-stage and front-stage, private and public (...)” (Pearson, 2009; 3).  
In our view, Kris seems to have grasped the ramifications of the issues discussed 
above: She has chosen to limit her students’ access to her profile so that they can only 
see contact information and a picture, leaving the personal details for only friends to 
see. In this sense, Kris has been somewhat effective in addressing the difficulties that 
arise from having an online identity. The fact that she consciously chooses a certain 
part of her identity to represent online shows us that it is important to maintain a 
certain coherency between offline and online identity. 
 
4.4.3. Example 3: Matthew 
Like Kris, Matthew is homosexual (Wartman et al., 2009; pp. 77-83). Unlike Kris, he 
does list that he is interested in men on his profile. His reason for doing so is the fact 
that if he did not, people would find out through his messages and photos. In 
addition, he frequently organizes events specifically for gay members of his 
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university. Kris did not state whether or not she allowed messages or pictures to 
reflect that she was a lesbian online, but told people offline. Matthew is also selective 
with his profile pictures, but for different reasons than Kris. Matthew chooses photos 
in which he appears intelligent and is pleased with how he looks in general. His 
profile picture is one of him reading, which stands in contrast to Kris, who prefers 
goofy pictures. Matthew also tries to avoid having photos of him with his glasses on, 
on Facebook. He allows people in his network to view his profile, but only allows his 
friends to see his photos.  
 
Matthew prefers to be friends with people whom he knows offline as well. He does 
however save friend requests, in case he becomes friends with any of these persons at 
a later time. He feels guilty for removing them quickly, even if he does not accept 
their requests at the time. We believe, this might be due to the notion of rejecting 
someone’s friendship offline, associated with turning down friend requests online.  
 
One difference offline, as opposed to Facebook, is regarding ‘stalking’. As Matthew 
points out, on Facebook there is no taboo associated with stalking. Instead of seeing it 
as unaccepted behaviour, looking people up is something everyone seems to be 
doing. It could be said that this social network enables the gathering of information 
about someone, without having to speak to them. This may be both: a positive feature 
or a drawback. Obtaining information in this manner is speculative and offline 
interactions with the person would be necessary for a fuller view of their identity. 
Nonetheless, this can be used as a starting point or a supplement to offline 
relationships. As Kris stated, she did not feel that photos of her drinking provided an 
accurate view of her identity. However, maybe her removing photos of herself 
consuming alcohol, says something about her, namely that she realizes the 
importance of impression management on Facebook. In addition, she makes sure to 
choose photos that she finds fun, which provides a glimpse of her identity as well. 
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Matthew makes sure to choose photos in which he looks intelligent. This suggests 
that appearing intelligent is important to him. Furthermore, his choosing to avoid 
photos in which he is wearing glasses makes it unlikely that people who are friends 
with him online only, know that he wears glasses. 
 
Matthew’s experiences also allude to how Facebook has changed communication 
offline. Due to the feature on Facebook of creating an event, one of the student 
groups Matthew’s in, are considering no longer using flyers to advertise their 
gatherings. Matthew, like Kris, is a member of his university’s Gay Lesbian Bisexual 
and Transgender student association. An example is given of how a student who did 
not have Matthew’s phone number was able to find out when the next GLBT party 
was being held through Facebook. This shows that this social networking site has the 
possibility of enabling communication between two individuals, who would not have 
been able to get in touch otherwise. So this is one way in which this social network 
facilitates communication. As was the case with Teresa and Jon, in some instances it 
can serve to replace speaking on the phone as well as complement it.  
 
Throughout the project, we have mentioned several times that a popular way of 
creating one’s identity is by selecting the features of one’s personality, which are 
found most interesting and attractive. Gergen states that one selects the parts which 
one wants to portray, and Agger explains additionally that one does not choose 
randomly, but chooses the specific characteristics that will make an individual appear 
in a carefully selected way online. Matthew’s, the event organizer, is a concrete 
example of how Gergen’s theory applies to reality. From reading Matthew’s story, 
we get the sense that he is very engaged in many types of activities and therefore, it is 
important to Matthew to portray himself in the best possible way for others to see. He 
selects specific types of pictures to put on his profile, while avoiding pictures where 
he wears glasses, because of the message that he believes these pictures send. 
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4.5 Consequences of Neglected Impression Management 
While some have to be careful with what they post online, others sometimes post 
outrageous photos and status updates. An entire website, www.lamebook.com, has 
been dedicated to extreme comments and photos posted on Facebook. Perhaps this 
depends on factors such as age, employment and relationship status. For example, 
Matthew feels that when he is networking, a professional image may be beneficial for 
him in becoming a business man. If he was a younger member of our 15-25 target 
group, he might not be as conscious of how he needed to present himself or find it as 
important to want to portray a businessman. Some examples from 
www.lamebook.com will be described in this chapter.  
 
 
 
http://www.lamebook.com/page/7, retrieved on 23rd of November, 2009 
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http://www.lamebook.com/page/5, retrieved on 23rd of November 2009 
 
When we apply Thomas Ziehe’s theory to these two examples taken from 
www.lamebook.com, it becomes clear that not all people consider how public their 
online identity is. In order for us to really analyse these examples, an important factor 
is the age of the persons. Since the posts uploaded on Lamebook have been made 
anonymous, it is not possible to say if any of this was written by young people of 15-
25 years of age. We can only choose to assume, from the level of maturity portrayed 
in the text, that these users are very close to our focus group. Assuming this, it may 
also be that these people are at a stage in life, where they do not yet filter the different 
symbols that make up their personal life world and identity. A period of trial and 
error may help a person later on in life, to choose differently when in a similar 
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situation. This is one of the factors defining society today; young people have to learn 
from their own mistakes. There is not one specific right or wrong way to do things, 
however, there may be many ways in which one could have chosen better. 
It is clear from the examples taken from Facebook, that communication is a 
negotiation between the individual and their profile and friends. For example, when 
Jon considers what his girlfriend should or should not see on Facebook, it is a 
negotiation, conscious or not, between him and the girlfriend about what is 
appropriate to portray, when in a relationship. In the example of Kris, the lesbian 
resident advisor, is a more literal negotiation, when she has to ask people not to post 
pictures of her in certain situations. Also, how people want to portray themselves is 
their own choice. In these first four examples, the profiles are carefully edited and 
show how young people are critical, not only of others’ but also of their own personal 
presentation. 
Facebook has become a part of many people’s personal life worlds and the examples 
show how some young people are actually able to choose between different symbols. 
Not everyone will post anything on their profile, without any consideration as to what 
message it sends to the audience. Traditions may have changed, but it is obvious that 
in the process, young people have learned to reflect more on their own life, and they 
make conscious decisions about their personality and how they want to present it to 
others, regardless of their parents’ or teachers’ opinions. If anything, these opinions 
are only taken into consideration on equal terms with any other factor. 
 
Kris and the individuals in the other examples have to strive for a certain level of 
coherency between their Facebook profile and their offline identity. This problem is 
entirely new to social interaction and means that people, who want to be taken 
seriously and have a publicly visible Facebook profile at the same time, need to 
consider numerous issues regarding online identity and performance. Kris states, that 
impression management is something she works hard at. Goffman talks about facts, 
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dark secrets, or negatively valued characteristics in people’s lives (Goffman, 1959; 
209), which, if brought to attention during the performance, meaning a social 
interaction, “would discredit or at least weaken the claims about self that the 
performer was attempting to project as part of the definition of the situation” (Ibid.). 
“Embarrassment is the usual result” states Goffman (Ibid.). This might be true in a 
traditional offline front-stage performance, but on Facebook, the possible 
consequences of the above described issues, seem to be more severe. This, we argue, 
is because one’s Facebook profile does not constitute one’s identity as presented in a 
given social situation, where one’s mind is set on a specific outcome. One’s 
Facebook profile presents to the audience, a definitive identity, in the exact moment 
that they access a profile. 
 
5.1 Conclusion  
To sum up our project, we have examined online and offline identity formation as it 
manifests itself on the social networking site Facebook. Furthermore, we have 
analysed how one presents oneself on Facebook, using theories from the fields of 
sociology and psychology. We will now answer the questions posed in the problem 
definition: Which possibilities do the Web 2.0 and social software create for social 
interaction? How can online and offline identity be defined? How does using an 
online identity affect one’s offline identity? And how has society changed the 
traditions of social interaction? 
 
As technologies, such as messaging in the form of wall posts, photos and videos, 
converge on Facebook as well as on new devices, it can be difficult to hide certain 
aspects of one’s identity. Gergen suggests that one will attempt to downplay 
unattractive sides of one’s identity, such as seen in the example of Kris. Interactions 
on Facebook can force one to have to communicate with someone offline to have 
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them remove something that has caused trouble. At the same time, it is possible to get 
in touch with people who one would not have been able to contact otherwise, as well 
as network online to establish and develop friendships. Social networking sites also 
present challenges, such as having to be careful with what kind of photos one posts. 
An example of this could be, if one wishes to be a role model to others, such as Kris. 
Sexual identity is also something that has to be managed online. An example would 
be Matthew, who has taken the decision not to hide his sexuality online, while others 
like Kris prefer to talk about it face to face in an offline situation, maintaining a 
separation between how they present their online and offline identity.  
 
We have thus learned that social software can help one to define and explore one’s 
identity, as well as establish new social ties and connections between them. However, 
apart from these opportunities there are also some issues which a Facebook profile 
raises. For example, a reduction of the separation between public and private 
interactions occurs. As we have seen in our analysis, the sense of back-stage and 
front-stage presentation of the self changes. An example could be the possibility of 
strong ties to view possibly back-stage oriented messages, left by a weak-tie friend. 
 
We see both online and offline identity and their formation as an active and ongoing 
process. Identity is something one constructs, deconstructs and reconstructs. It is a 
dynamic process of constant self reflection. Offline identity incorporates different 
aspects of one’s self. These include experiences, memories, the body, family trees, 
possessions, social networks and one’s own perception of self. Online identity on 
Facebook is constructed via this perception of self, as well as choosing aspects of the 
self that one deems to be most attractive. This is done via uploading of pictures and 
descriptions of the self. In addition, it is constructed by one’s social network through 
publicly visible comments, links and conversations.  In both cases, we believe there 
to be a core to any person’s identity, something that is static. As mentioned earlier: 
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We therefore see there to be an underlying pattern, which can however, shift in parts, 
according to the individual’s surroundings and situation. 
 
An online identity can affect one’s offline identity in numerous ways. Contacts, 
whether they are strong or weak ties, contribute to one’s online identity with 
messages on one’s wall and images where tagging each other is possible. This could 
lead to changes in the offline identity, since others’ views are incorporated into one’s 
own identity. Some also want to maintain cohesion between their offline and online 
identity.  An example of this is Matthew, who chooses only to accept friend requests 
from offline contacts. Also, Matthew presents himself online only using photos of 
him looking intelligent. 
Another example of how offline identity influences identity online is Jon. He uses the 
possibilities of Facebook to present and establish his identity as a professional athlete. 
Jon however, has two problems regarding his Facebook profile: He needs to maintain 
cohesion between his offline and online identity, as well as being cautious about 
impression management. This is because, if people see him drinking offline, they will 
most probably see an inconsistency between his Facebook profile and his offline 
identity. Using Erving Goffman’s terminology, this would constitute the classic 
‘embarrassing’ moment since a part of one’s identity is ‘given off’ –effectively 
bringing a characteristic into the performance that was not meant to become apparent. 
 
The fact that traditions have changed, means that the premises of social interaction 
have been altered as well. Traditions have changed because of developments in 
society and especially because of the rebellion of young people in the 1970’s. This 
rebellion forced a new attitude towards the relationship between youth and authority 
to develop. Authority is not necessarily a given and has to be earned, in order to 
establish a relationship of mutual respect. The changing attitude towards authority 
has created a situation where social interaction in every aspect becomes a negotiation. 
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When looking at Facebook, communication is a negotiation between users, their 
profiles and their friends. In this sense, and seeing that traditions change, young 
people have learned to consciously look inward and decide on their presentation of 
self, independently from adults’ opinions.  
 
5.2 Future Perspectives 
Due to the time limit, we were not able to go into all of the interesting aspects of 
communication online. Meanwhile, there are countless interesting topics related to 
the research area of our project. In this final chapter of our project, we wish to go into 
some of the remaining aspects, left to be explored by us. 
 
We were interested in conducting qualitative interviews and therefore analysing 
individual motivations and cognitive processes behind behaviour and identity 
formation online. We could not do so due to time restraints, but such qualitative 
empirical data would have enhanced our understanding of individual psychology and 
therefore Facebook’s influence on identity formation. Regarding identity formation, 
the actual process of such during adolescence would be another point to look at. 
Children’s formation of a self-concept might be influenced, whether positively or 
negatively, through the use of the internet and particularly social networking sites. 
The effect and wider implications have not been evaluated in our project, in the sense 
of positive or negative outcomes. 
 
In addition to different aspects of identity, different ways of creating identity on 
social networking sites, were part of our initial interest. Such sites included 
SecondLife, YouTube, MUDs, MySpace, blogs and Twitter. Whereas on Facebook it 
is possible to omit certain aspects of one’s self, it is very difficult to create an entirely 
new self, which is possible on SecondLife, MUDs and blogs. This creation of a 
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completely different self and its influence on identity seem striking and would be 
another aspect to look at in the future. Having mentioned blogs, this type of written 
descriptions of one’s life as compared to creating transparency of one’s social 
network, would be counted into our interest area that we would like to research in the 
future. In addition, during the process of defining our problem field, we came across 
the issue that the missing non-verbal cues on Facebook, such as tone of voice for 
irony, do not come across. This leads to miscommunication and might alter the 
perception of an individual by others in a negative sense. 
 
With computers and the internet playing an increasingly large role in daily life, the 
user’s rights online have received growing attention in public discourses. People 
write and make videos, and post them on their pages online. In the meantime, the 
ownership rights are unclear. Often, users do not realize that their expression online is 
not protected, until others use those photos and videos without permission. On 
Facebook, initially, one’s profile is visible to anyone and privacy settings have to be 
altered to create some boundaries.  
 
As we deal with Facebook, a part of Web 2.0, it might be interesting to look at social 
networking sites from another angle, from the continuation, the so-called Web 3.0 or 
Semantic Web. A limitation of using any one social networking site to build an online 
identity is that one cannot transfer contacts to other social networking sites (Deans, 
2009; 14). One prediction of where the web could go in the future suggests that 
‘social graphs’ will be created, where one profile will be transferable to multiple 
sites. Social graphs at their best, would be said to handle “maintaining a single 
identity” (Deans, 2009; 13) for a person, if such is possible. The degree of success of 
social graphs to maintain a single identity may vary based on personal characteristics. 
The use of social graphs to transfer contacts from one social networking site to 
another will be possible in a ‘semantic web’, a proposed development of the Internet 
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and extension of Web 2.0. However, Deans states that the semantic web has been 
spoken of for the last ten years and is yet to be developed. If developed, it would 
among other things, allow search engines to sort information that the user would find 
useful, instead of having to look through all pages that come up in a search. It has 
also been proposed that instead of social graphs, social networking sites may allow 
their use without creating a profile. This would mean that one would be able to move 
around freely between social networking sites (Deans, 2009; pp. 13-14). 
The notion of ‘real-time’ searching is also something that is being discussed in 
contemporary discourse. Real-time searching would allow a non static form of 
searching that would include such things as Facebook and Twitter status updates in 
the search results. Meaning that, as soon as someone changed their status or posted 
something on their Facebook profile, it would become searchable.  
Overall, we would have liked to have been able to cover more of these elements of 
identity and presentation of self online, in order to provide a wider picture of the 
subject. Certainly the topics described above will provide future researchers with 
plenty of material. 
 
5.3 Group Reflections 
Following the group formation process, we were eight members interested in topics 
such as social interaction and self presentation online. This was later narrowed down 
to become an examination of online and offline identity on the social networking site 
Facebook. Early in the process, a group member left, as she went on maternity leave, 
thus leaving us with seven members.  
 We began the project by meeting every Friday afternoon at RUC. We 
increased this to two meetings a week, as the project went along. Before each 
meeting with our supervisor, we would send him our written work, which he would 
comment on during the meeting. In the beginning of the process, we composed a 
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definition of identity to gain a better understanding of the subject. A diagram was 
constructed, illustrating which aspects we believed should be included in the concept 
of identity, which helped the group in the further progression. This diagram can be 
seen in the appendix. Each group member worked on specific parts of the project and 
eventually, members with similar topics combined their work to create chapters. As 
one of the members of the group was an exchange student, a language barrier had to 
be conquered.  In spite of lacking English skills, suggestions, ideas and comments by 
this student were nevertheless incorporated and the group made sure, that discussions 
during the meetings were understood by all members. Unfortunately, the 
aforementioned member had to leave the group early, due to exams at her home 
university. 
In spite of working on different aspects of the project, every group member has 
had influence on its development throughout the entire process. Crucial parts of the 
project, such as the introduction, analysis and conclusion, have been written together. 
This process has been very unproblematic and communication within the group has, 
in general, been successful.  
 
5.4 Critical Discussion of the Material Used 
In our search for contemporary material to use in this project, we discovered how 
difficult exploring such a recent topic can be. As the subject of Facebook and its 
implications are so new, many authors on the topic have only published their articles 
online. As our research went along, it became obvious that literature found in books 
needed to be examined carefully, in order to decide whether the information was 
useful or not. Some literature was not relevant to us, but other material proved to be 
applicable even though it had been published several years ago. If we were to do this 
project in perhaps 4 or 5 years, material about Facebook and our subject in general 
would be much easier to find in articles and documents, as well as in books. 
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5.5 Summary / Abstract 
In English 
The aim of this project is to examine how communication and interaction occur on 
the social networking site Facebook, and how these interactions are related to the 
formation of identity offline and online. 
The first part of the project serves to study and define the many functions on social 
networking sites, as well as the concepts of social software and technological 
convergence, which are highly relevant to the subject field. 
The second chapter introduces and accounts for relevant sociological and 
psychological theories, in order to establish a definition of online and offline identity. 
This chapter also provides the theoretical framework with which to conduct the final 
analysis.  
Finally, empirical studies of Facebook users, conducted by researchers from within 
the field, are analysed and discussed. 
In Danish 
Dette projekt undersøger dannelsen af online og offline identitet, i forhold til det 
sociale netværk, Facebook.  
Første del er et kapitel om Facebook og sociale netværk. Herefter følger en 
beskrivelse af hvordan identitet bliver dannet samt vores egen definition af identitet. 
I andet kapitel introduceres relevante teorier fra psykologien og sociologien -både om 
identitet, forudsætninger for dens udvikling, samt identitet i forbindelse med social 
interaktion. Formålet med disse teorier er at opbygge en teoretisk base, hvilken vil 
blive brugt til at analysere forskellige eksempler fra Facebook i analysen.  
Disse eksempler baseres på empiriske studier om Facebook brugere, som forskere fra 
de relevante forskningsområder har foretaget.  
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In German 
Dieses Projekt ist hauptsächlich theoretischer und analytischer Natur. Im Mittelpunkt 
steht die Frage danach, wie Kommunikation und Interaktion auf dem sozialen 
Netzwerk Facebook stattfinden. Zudem befasst es sich damit, wie sich diese 
Interaktion auf Identität, sowohl online, als auch offline auswirkt. Zunächst werden 
einige relevante Soziologie Theorien vorgestellt und in Bezug dazu Identität definiert.   
Den Kern jenen Kapitels bildet eine Darstellung derjenigen Websites, die es dem 
Nutzer ermöglichen, im Internet miteinander zu kommunizieren und Daten, Videos 
und Bilder hochzuladen.  
Wichtige Schlüsselkonzepte sind unter anderem das Web 2.0, soziale Software und 
technologische Konvergenz. Diese werden im Laufe des Projekts definiert und in 
Beziehung zu Facebook gestellt. Letztlich werden sowohl traditionelle, als auch 
zeitgenössische Theorien auf empirische Studien bezogen. 
In Chinese 
项目摘要： 
项是一个项于在Facebook社交网站中，交互式沟通项网项社交影响的研究理项
型项目。项目主要目的是考察如今人项是如何项理和项待网项虚项个性和项项
个性。项目以项项的社会学理项研究以及项‘个性’的科学定项项项端。其中项
及到的理项体系，将会作项我项整个项目的科学理项依据，项穿我项的整个研
究。同项，第二章项的理项体系以及项个性的定项也项下一章项于项子数字理
项的介项研究的项入作了项项。在第三个章项中，我项项述了项代社会中人项
主要使用网项来与人沟通社交，同项上项项料和信息到网项上的项象。同项，
也介项了Web2.0，社交型项件的项生以及科技整合项代。以上的理项学项都是
项了更好的研究和理解Facebook中项于虚项个性行项，其中我项项取了三个例
  68 
项作项分析研究的主要项象。最项运用项项和新项的理项学项，项用到项虚项
和项项个性行项特征的项项项项和分析项程中。  
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